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Abstract 
During the past two decades, the trend towards globalisation and the continual downward pressure on operating costs 
to remain competitive has prompted numerous manufacturers to adopt a radical approach to analyse and realign their 
cost base. Nowhere has this trend has been more prominent than in the automotive industry whereby several 
manufacturers have switched production to countries with a lower cost base to benefit from FDI incentives from an 
enlarged EU. Although savings can quickly be realised on an operational level by switching production, more critical 
to the overall success is the adoption of a holistic approach which encompasses the entire automotive supply chain and 
considers the integrated and complex nature of the production process. The aim of this paper is to assess the case study 
of the Slovak automotive sector from a knowledge management perspective. The purpose is to identify the importance 
of implementing a robust knowledge sharing process as a means of identifying and integrating key component 
suppliers. Moreover the process will underline the crucial role of knowledge management as a core component for the 
success of Just-in-Time production and as a key driver to enable an organisation to fully capitalise upon all elements 
of the value chain.   
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1. Introduction 
The rapid trend towards globalisation during the past 
20 years has led to numerous industrial enterprises 
seeking alternative strategies to remain competitive in an 
increasingly global marketplace.  The overarching need 
to gain competitive advantage has led to a huge growth 
(KM) as firms strive to lever value from intangible 
knowledge assets as a means of remaining competitive 
[1]. The need to exploit knowledge as a driver of value is 
particularly significant in the context of the automotive 
industry within the Slovak Republic as Peugeot-Citroen, 
VW and Kia have relocated in recent years to capitalise 
on lower production costs and foreign investment 
Union in 2004 [2].  Despite potential cost-savings as a 
result of shifting production to a lower cost location, the 
possible added-value savings are dependent upon the 
effective sharing of knowledge to ensure the automotive 
supply chain is fully integrated and optimised in the new 
location. 
In order to gaining a deeper understanding of the role 
of knowledge management within the supply chain the 
paper will assess a case study of the Slovak automotive 
industry. By doing so, the author will draw upon existing 
academic literature and theory from the disciplines of 
Just-in-Time, Knowledge Management and the Value-
Chain. This will be achieved through the application of a 
value-adding approach building upon the notions of 
-Chain [3], Treacy and Wiesem ue-
discipline Model [4] and Just-in-Time Knowledge 
Management (JIT-KM) [5]. To date several academics 
have developed the notion of JIT-KM in the context of 
the supply chain, highlighted in the study by Kearney [6] 
which states that the procurement of components serves 
as a suitable platform to develop a company value 
proposition. 
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     The research findings presented in this paper are 
valuable due to the unique application of the value chain 
approach in a supply context. In contrast to the existing 
KM literature to date, which has predominately focused 
upon the application of knowledge within selected 
logistics and service based sectors [7], [8], no study has 
aimed to explicitly highlight the value of knowledge 
within a holistic and complex supply chain such as the 
automotive sector. Moreover, no research has explored 
how the application of a knowledge sharing system can 
unite and optimise the process on a regional level. 
Furthermore, the paper has a practical purpose as the 
objective is to analyse and present the findings from the 
(AUTOCLUSTERS) which was established as an 
innovative knowledge management system with the aim 
of sharing best practice between stakeholders and 
optimising the regional supply chain for automotive 
manufacturers in the Slovak Republic. As a result the 
paper will present recommendations for further 
optimisation of the automotive supply chain. 
2. Knowledge and supply chain value creation 
     The emphasis upon Knowledge Management (KM) 
as a modern day source of competitive advantage has led 
to a large number of academics studying the concept.  In 
order to assess the role of KM within the context of 
supply chain management, it is firstly necessary to 
clearly define the concept. Despite the notion of 
knowledge being relatively straightforward to 
understand, broad usage across a wide range of 
disciplines has led to confusion. King [9] uses the terms 
interchangeably to emphasis the role of IT and systems 
in KM. Similarly, Davenport et al [10] defines KM as a 
refers to KM as the creation, storage and utilisation of 
routines.  
      The role of KM is explained succinctly by Guo [12] 
in Fig. 1, where KM is depicted as a four stage process, 
beginning with the simple collection and storage of 
information, however at the most advanced level 
progressing to the application of knowledge through 
cooperation, communication, sharing and innovation. 
The process therefore clearly illustrates the value-adding 
potential when KM techniques are utilised effectively.       
      This argument is further supported by the study from 
Kearney [6] who researched the context of procurement 
and indicated that the collection and application of 
knowledge is regarded as a core competency of an 
organisation and a unique value-adding activity with the 
objective of building strong supplier relationships.    
 
Fig 1. Knowledge Management Hierarchy, Guo, (cited in 
Dumke) [12] 
 
      In contrast other academics have taken a broader 
strategic approach to define KM as a process to ensure 
that knowledge reaches the correct people at the correct 
time and is subsequently used to improve the functioning 
of the business [13]. 
     Although many of the descriptions vary in meaning 
and scope there appears to be clear consensus that 
knowledge is a valuable and even the most powerful 
asset of a company [1] and furthermore, it is of clear 
strategic importance as an added value activity in order 
to increase the organisations global competitiveness [1]. 
The establishment of a set of KM processes is a key 
factor to generating value [14]. The notion of value 
creation is of particular importance in the context of the 
automotive supply chain due to the reliance and need for 
close cooperation with a large base of component 
suppliers.  
     The process of value creation in the context of the 
supply chain management is illustrated by Collins [15] 
shown in Fig. 2. The model illustrates that explicit links 
can be drawn between KM and the overall performance 
of the firm. The usage of KM is depicted as a systematic 
process whereby knowledge-based resources are utilised 
by a combination of the KM capabilities of the firm and 
supply chain technologies, thus enabling the 
improvement in supply chain performance. The model 
suggests that the objective should be to harness the use 
of knowledge and supply chain technology to develop a 
potential competitive advantage, subsequently, the 
model links the operational result to the overall strategic 
performance of the firm. 
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Fig 2. Systematic Knowledge Management Strategy Process, 
Collins et al [15] 
  
     The origins of a value focused approach to supply 
chain management can be traced back to Michael Porter 
who stated that value should be created for the customer, 
with the ultimate goal of achieving competitive 
advantage when the firm creates value which exceeds 
the cost of production. It is possible to develop the 
strategic approach of knowledge management by 
value chain distinguishes between customers, suppliers 
and the firm and identifies activities within the firm 
which contribute to adding value for the customers. 
These are divided into core functions of inbound and 
outbound logistics, operations, marketing and sales and 
 
infrastructure, human resources, technology 
develop hain is 
supported by the perspective of Kaufmann [17] who 
emphasised a focus upon a firms core competencies and 
depicted the supply chain as a similarly strategic 
framework consisting of objectives from the perspective 
of finance, internal customers, suppliers, human 
resources and processes. 
 
  
 
 
      The notion of value explained by Porter can by 
developed further through the application of Treacy and 
Wiesem -discipline Model [4] which adopts a 
market-driven strategy and thus argues that the value 
proposition is comprised of three elements, product 
excellency, customer intimacy and operational 
excellence.  
      If the Slovak automotive sector is assessed in the 
-discipline Model, it is evident that in 
order to successfully attract automotive manufacturers to 
the region it is critical to facilitate the establishment of 
an extensive supply chain to reflect the inbound and 
outbound logistic requirements of the firm and adopt a 
value focused approach. Furthermore it is necessary to 
address issues relating to human resources, technical 
development, procurement and sales & marketing to 
ensure all elements of the value chain are optimised.  
3. Just-in-Time Knowledge Management (JIT KM) 
     The process of supply chain optimisation within the 
automotive sector is largely dependent upon the 
traditional and well-established practice of Just-in-time 
(JIT) production which is integral to the success of any 
manufacturing operation [18], Within traditional JIT 
systems where components are ordered on a just-in-time 
basis, benefits are realised in the form of low stock 
holding, an elimination of waste, improved quality 
improved all-round organisational efficiency [19]. 
Several academics have explored an extension of 
traditional JIT to encompass the concept of Just-in-Time 
Knowledge Management (JIT-KM) which Kerschberg 
and Jeong [20] argue is a natural progression of JIT due 
information, to the right people, at the right-  
      Research in the field of Just-in-Time Knowledge 
Management for logistics has grown rapidly over recent 
years with studies by Steyn and Du Toit [7] focusing 
upon the potential of developing a JIT KM approach, 
Abraham et al [8] which addressed the supply-side 
implications for strategic development and Taylor [21] 
who focused upon adopting a value-chain approach. 
However, it should be highlighted that no literature to 
date has studied the implications and potential benefits 
of adopting an industry level supplier network to 
enhance communication and cooperation. 
     The application of JIT-KM is of particular resonance 
within the context of the automotive sector in the Slovak 
Republic. The key supply chain risk with regards to 
traditional JIT production is to ensure that new 
automotive manufacturers setting up operation within 
the country are able to obtain access to or directly 
replicate supply chains already established in their 
existing markets. As a result the key success factor for 
the Slovak government is regarding not only the ability 
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to attractive large automotive manufacturers but 
moreover in the ability to provide the knowledge and 
information to establish a supply chain model to ensure 
traditional JIT production. This can be achieved by 
facilitating existing automotive component suppliers to 
relocate to the region or providing the mechanism for the 
integration of new suppliers. 
4. Research Findings: Automotive Cluster West 
Slovakia 
      It can be concluded from reviewing the existing 
literature related to the field, that there is limited existing 
research which addresses the implications of adopting a 
value-added approach on an industrial level. As a result 
the relevance and applicability of theory regarding 
supply chain optimisation through value chain analysis 
and JIT-KM was assessed by means of a case study 
analysis of the automotive sector within the Slovak 
Republic. Since the country joined the EU in 2004 
negotiations took place with a number of automotive 
manufacturers seeking a lowest cost production base 
within the EU borders. However, the lack of 
infrastructure meant it was necessary to provide support 
and expertise to ensure a smooth transition for 
manufacturers. The case of West Slovakia underlines the 
importance of knowledge management within the 
automotive supply chain because knowledge sharing 
best practice and technologies were adopted to help 
establish a strong automotive sector in the region.                                                       
     The Automotive Cluster West Slovakia was 
established in 2007, consisting of a group of independent 
companies throughout the region. The project provides a 
knowledge management and information share platform, 
with the overall objective of sharing knowledge between 
key partners and strengthening links between suppliers 
in the region. Furthermore, the project assists with 
streamlining the supply chain and enhances the JIT 
capabilities of automotive manufacturers.  In doing so 
the AUTOCLUSTERS network aims to create a 
prestigious and modern base for the automotive industry 
[16].  
4.1. Creating a strong supplier network 
     The AUTOCLUSTERS network provided a catalyst 
to attracting and sharing knowledge between supply 
chain partners. Within the initial stages, 
AUTOCLUSTERS acted as a point of contact to 
facilitate investment from component suppliers to 
enhance the supply chain. As a result the relocation or 
establishment of over 100 component suppliers in West 
Slovakia enabled automotive manufacturers to 
effectively utilise JIT practices. AUTOCLUSTERS also 
developed a database of these component suppliers [16]. 
The database allows stakeholders to find and collaborate 
with partners including competitors, suppliers, 
universities and government bodies. This development 
of a knowledge sharing platform illustrates the necessity 
to facilitate the flow of KM information as it encourages 
collaboration and information sharing for the benefit of 
all stakeholders.  
4.2. Improved transfer of technology and innovation 
     Secondly, in order to create added value it is 
necessary for members of the supply chain to collaborate 
and specialise to focus on key projects which require a 
high level of investment. In order to maximise the 
benefit of the value chain, AUTOCLUSTERS facilitates 
collaboration through the sharing of knowledge between 
competitors. As a result the investment ensures the rapid 
development of technology and innovation for all 
parties. Furthermore the Cluster emphasises and creates 
links between industry and education thus enabling firms 
to benefit from technological development and the latest 
R&D and subsequently enabling students to learn 
directly from practical application.  
4.3. Enhanced human resources and management skills 
     The importance of the development of human capital 
for the benefit of the supply chain is also evident from 
the project. The successful implementation of KM 
processes is primarily dependent upon employees 
possessing the necessary skills. As a result 
AUTOCLUSTERS established a range of management 
training course extending both vertically and 
horizontally through the supply network as a means of 
developing the skills to share knowledge and foster a 
culture of technological innovation. 
4.4. Collective investment 
     The presence of AUTOCLUSTERS serves as a 
knowledge intermediary to facilitate collective 
investment and the sharing of expenses, this includes the 
creation of joint purchasing agreements for energy, 
common marketing and investment in shared technology 
The collective strength of a large number of firms also 
increases the power to lobby government and invest in 
infrastructure to enhance the inbound and outbound 
supply chain. This is particularly important in the case of 
smaller suppliers which would not be able to exert any 
influence without the collective power of partners. 
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5. Value-Chain analysis approach 
      If the elements of the network are assessed it is 
evident that a strong emphasis is placed upon the value 
chain approach. Subsequently, the benefits in the context 
Value Chain model depicted in Fig. 5 below [3].  Due to 
the high cost of investment in technological 
development and infrastructure projects it is evident that 
created, which would not be possible if firms were 
working on an individual basis. As a result the KM 
sharing approach adopted by AUTOCLUSTERS has 
enabled value to be unlocked by encouraging 
collaboration on both an industry and individual level.  
Fig 4. Value-Chain Analysis for AUTOCLUSTERS West 
Slovakia Author elaboration (2012) 
 
      As a result of adopting a holistic industry level 
approach to knowledge management, it was possible for 
key suppliers and customers in the automotive sector to 
utilise the three core elements outlined in Treacy and 
-discipline Model. The elements of 
customer intimacy, product leadership and operational 
excellence, ensure that the supply chain is optimised in 
order to allow closer collaboration with suppliers and 
develop a model of best practice.  
     The value-chain adding activities summarised within 
) can be achieved from the 
establishment and development of the 
AUTOCLUSTERS network including [16]:  
 
 
5.1. Infrastructure development and sub-supplier 
strengthening 
 Continual improvement of economic results by 
collective expenses.  
 On-going innovation and technological 
capacities through collective development. 
5.2. Marketing and sales activities  
 Promotion of members at international events.  
 Increased access to new markets and expansion 
of export activities.  
 Access to EU projects consultancy to further 
enhance the supply chain. 
 Added value through lobbying government and 
collective negotiation.  
 
5.3. Links with education and HR development 
 Enhanced research and innovation.  
 Improved links with education organization and 
quality of HR practices. 
 Increased level of industry specialisation. 
6. Conclusions and recommendations 
     It is evident from the case study of 
AUTOCLUSTERS West Slovakia that optimisation of 
supply chain practices is possible as a direct result of 
developing a KM approach to the function. Furthermore 
the Slovak study emphasises that if a holistic value-chain 
approach is adopted for all supply chain activities the 
cumulative added value for the customer is exponential 
beyond the sum of investment for the individual 
stakeholders in the supply chain. It can also be argued 
that whilst KM is often considered as difficult to define 
by many academics, consisting of multiple areas, when 
integrated into the clear framework 
Chain it is an effective tool which can add to the value 
chain from two distinct perspectives. Firstly, in the 
context of optimising the overall supply chain through 
the use of knowledge as a direct result of collaboration 
and knowledge sharing and secondly from the 
integration of knowledge into JIT practices. As a result 
of the study a framework of best practice for the 
development of a KM strategy within the supply chain 
can be proposed.    
6.1. Develop KM systems and processes 
      Firstly, in order to capitalise on supply chain KM it 
is crucial for firms to develop robust IT and information 
storing systems and practices. The information is 
available as a result of the daily processes of the firm, 
however if the data is not capture in a structured manner 
and analysed with a coherent strategic focus the data will 
take on an informational focus rather than knowledge 
creation. 
 
6.2. Develop HR and employee expertise           
     
     Secondly, in combination with the utilisation of 
robust KM systems, central to the development of KM is 
the improvement of employee expertise. This extends 
throughout the organisation to ensure all key employees 
Support and advice to develop infrastructure 
Organisational support and HR training 
Technological development via university links 
Attracting and supporting supply chain stakeholders 
Outbound 
Logistics 
Marketing  
& Sales 
Service Operations Inbound  Logistics 
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have the capabilities to utilise KM information and 
foster an environment of collaboration. 
6.3. Internalisation and externalisation of KM practices 
     Thirdly, critical to the success of supply chain KM is 
to ensure all practices reflect the operational reality of 
the business. In the context of the supply chain the 
internal processes are inexplicably linked with external 
supplier and stakeholders, as a result in order to fully 
maximise the value of KM it is crucial that all 
stakeholders are engaged as a means of creating added 
value.                                              
     In conclusion, the AUTOCLUSTERS network has 
provided a range of positive outcomes to strengthen and 
enhance the value-adding nature of supply chain in the 
Slovak automotive industry. The research findings 
however are currently limited by the lack of empirical 
evidence regarding the tangible benefits of the network, 
therefore the next stage of the study is to consult with a 
range of automotive firms to effectively measure the 
benefit and develop a strategy to deepen relations 
between supply chain stakeholders. 
                     
References 
 
-border 
complimentary knowledge: Conceptual Developments in the business 
International Studies of Management & Organisations, Vol 29, no.1, 
Spring 1999, pp.80-104. 
 
[2] Wo
A multicultural competencies approach to the 
development of strategic human capital management within Slovak 
Faculty of Material Science and Technology, Research 
Papers, 2012 Special Edition. 
 
 [3] Porter, M.E (1985) Competitive Advantage: Creating and 
sustaining superior performance: Free Press, New York, USA ISBN: 
0684841460. 
 
[4] Treacy, M and Wiesema, F. (1995) The discipline of market 
leaders: target your customers narrow your focus dominate your 
market, Harper Collins, London UK. ISBN: 9780201407198. 
 
[5] Beasley, J. E (2012), Just in Time, Available at < 
http://www.brighthubpm.com/monitoring-projects/72083-why-should-
you-use-jit/ >. 
 
[6] A.T. Kearney The New Procurement Mandate: Growing 
<http://www.atkearneypas.com/knowledge/publications/2000/mandate.pdf>. 
 
Investigating the potential 
for the development of a just-in-
South African Journal of Business Management, Vol. 41, No., pp1-12. 
 
Just-in-time: 
Supplier- Logistics Information 
Management, Vol. 3 No.4, pp.45  50. 
 
[9] King, W.R (2009) Knowedge Management and Organizational 
Learning, Springer, New York, USA. ISBN: 9781441900074. 
 
[10] Davenport, T. H., De Long, D. W., and Beers, M. C. (1999). 
Successful Knowledge Management projects. In J. W. Cortada and J. 
A.Woods (Eds.), The Knowledge Management yearbook, Butterworth-
Heinemann,  Boston, USA. ISBN: 9780750671224. 
 
[11] Bloodgood, J.M (2009) Organizational Routines as Mechanisms 
for Knowledge Creation, Utilization, and Storage. In Knowledge 
Management and Organizational Learning, Springer, New York, USA. 
ISBN: 9781441900074. 
 
[12] Dumke, D (2011) Knowledge-base Supply Chain Risk 
Management Available at <http://scrmblog.com/review/knowledge-
based-supply-chain-risk>. 
 
on. (1998) If only we know what we 
know, Free Press, New York, USA. ISBN: 978-0684844749. 
 
knowledge-based economy: for the firm. International Journal of 
Technology Management, Vol  27, No.6/7, pp. 531 533. 
 
[15] Collins, J.D, Worthington, W.J and Romero, M (2010) 
Management Research Review, Vol.33 No.10, pp.947-960. 
 
[16] Schroeder, R.G (1993) Operations Management, McGraw-Hill, 
London, England. ISBN: 0071128425. 
 
[17] Kaufmann, L. (1999),  a 
, in Kaufmann, L. and Hahn, D.Handbuch 
Industrielles, Gabler, Wiesbaden, pp. 3-32. 
 
[18] Marwan A. Wafa, Mahmoud M. Yasin, (1998) "A conceptual 
framework for effective implementation of JIT: An empirical 
investigation", International Journal of Operations & Production 
Management, Vol. 18 No. 11, pp.1111  1124. 
 
[19] Nayab, N (2010), Why should you use JIT, Available at 
<http://people.brunel.ac.uk/~mastjjb/jeb/or/jit.html>. 
 
[20] Kerschberg, L and Jeong, H (2005) Just-in-Time Knowledge 
Management, Third Conference on Professional Knowledge 
Management, April 10-13, 2005, Kaiserslautern, Germany. Available 
at <http://eceb.vse.gmu.edu/pubs/JIT_KM_Kerschberg_Jeong.pdf>. 
 
[21] David H. Taylor, (2005) "Value chain analysis: an approach to 
supply chain improvement in agri-food chains", International Journal 
of Physical Distribution & Logistics Management, Vol. 35 No. 10, 
pp.744  761. 
 
[22] AUTOCLUSTERS (2012), Corporate website. Available at 
<http://www.autoklaster.sk>. 
 
